
SUMMARY

The earthworks of a Roman fortlet, and those of a second enclosure which seems to be a detached
annexe, are described and set in context. There is no direct evidence for the date of the construction of
the fortlet, but a brief survey of broadly analogous sites in northern England and southern Scotland
suggests that a late first-century context would be appropriate. Longshaws seems to have been one of
a small number of sites across the Border counties that may have been put in place to support a network
of patrols during the early phases of the occupation (after the conquest but before the road system was
established). It is possible that tents may have occupied the interior, and that the annexe contained the
horses. The conscious use of natural defences in the choice of the sites of fortlets and of forts is common
but has not been given sufficient emphasis; it may suggest that the Roman army may not have always
have been quite as confident in its own security as may have been presumed.

INTRODUCTION

he earthworks at Longshaws (NZ 134884) were identified by W. M. Johnson on
aerial photographs that had been taken by the RAF in 1949, and they were first
published by J. K. St Joseph (1969, 105–7). The site was subsequently depicted — as a

fortlet with an attendant temporary camp (the classifications that St Joseph had suggested) —
on the Fourth Edition (1978) of the Ordnance Survey Map of Roman Britain. By the time that
the Fifth Edition of the Map was being prepared there was less confidence that these classifica -
tions were appropriate, and it was to resolve this lack of certainty that the Newcastle office of
the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments (England) — as it was then — made an
analytical survey of the earthworks in April 1984. 

This state of affairs had arisen due to advances in the knowledge of the broadly contempo -
rary rectilinear ‘native’ settlements in Northumberland. Two years after the publication of 
St Joseph’s paper, George Jobey excavated the settlement at Hartburn (Jobey 1973) — the
crop marks of which had been discovered by St Joseph — a site which had been incorrectly
depicted as a fortlet on the Third Edition (1956) of the Ordnance Survey Map. A number of
other settlements had also been erroneously classified and depicted in this way, and in this
context it is not surprising that Jobey (1973, 11–12, 50–53) cast considerable doubt on the
classifi cation of Longshaws. This, then, was the position prior to the survey work by the
Royal Commission in 1984. (Unusually for such a diligent fieldworker, George Jobey seems
not to have visited Longshaws; even if he had done so at that time, its overgrown state would
prob ably have made a confident classification difficult.) 

In the 1960s and the early 1970s, when the number of sites identified by aerial photography
was beginning its steady growth, a small handful of double-ditched rectilinear enclosures
were recorded as cropmarks. Although some of these were initially classified as Roman
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fortlets, their context became clearer as George Jobey began to publish his field surveys of the
surviving earthworks of analogous sites in the uplands (Jobey 1960). On excavation, two of
the double-ditched enclosures in the lowlands — Burradon and Hartburn — proved to be
Iron Age settlements (Jobey 1970; 1973). Although the settlements, like the Roman fortlets, are
rectilinear and sometimes have more than a single enclosing ditch, the crucial difference
between the two categories is the neat and accurate symmetry in the dimensions and in the
plan ning of the fortlets. The Iron Age settlements were much less carefully laid out. These
differences become clearer when the plans of the settlements are considered together (e.g. in
Proctor 2010, 91–102). Nevertheless, unless internal features are apparent, caution is still
required in the classification of cropmarks — as the comparatively regular plan of the settle -
ment at Marden exemplifies (Jobey 1963, 21) — and there are some sites where the combina -
tion of Roman and native elements still present a conundrum. (Examples include Burnswark,
in Dumfriesshire, and Apperley Dene, near Ebchester: RCAHMS 1997, 181–2; Hildyard 1952,
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Fig. 1 The location of the Roman fortlet at Longshaws. The contours are in metres. M marks the
site of Morpeth. The Devil’s Causeway is shown as a dashed line. Based on the Ordnance 

Survey map © Crown copyright.



and Greene 1978). However, as the number of fortlets and rectilinear settlements has grown,
respectively, so the confidence in their differentiation and identification has increased: so
much so that the classification of Longshaws as a fortlet is now abundantly clear. Analogous
sites from the Border counties are considered below.

THE FORTLET

The earthworks are in Broad Wood, a long-established block of private deciduous woodland
which had been selectively harvested and replanted with conifers by the time that the site was
surveyed in 1984. The additional presence of hazel scrub made the earthworks hard to distin -
guish and to comprehend, and it was only by means of the survey that the complete picture
emerged. Since then the trees have matured and only the centre of the fortlet is now free of
the woodland canopy. 

Broad Wood stands at the point where the River Font cuts through a ridge formed by
Needless Hall Moor to the west, and Benridge Moor to the east (fig.1). To the south and east
the land is lower, towards the confluence with the Wansbeck at Mitford, but to the north and
west of the fortlet the valley of the Font (bounded on its northern side by Beacon Hill) is
broader, this greater breadth extending NNW to Netherwitton and almost to Nunnykirk.
Beyond this, the land rises to the Simonside Hills. The easiest route to the south lies not south-
east, down the Font, but SSW, past Hartburn and towards a crossing of the Wansbeck near
Middleton. 

The survey confirmed that the larger earthwork was a fine example of a Roman fortlet but
at that time the original function of the slighter enclosure was still less than clear. It was, how -
ever, evident that this second enclosure, when seen in the national context of the project to
compile an inventory of the Roman camps in England (Welfare and Swan 1995), should not
be included within that category. Although its size was comparable to that of some of the
smallest of the camps, its very broad ditch, and its close proximity to (and apparent associa -
tion with) the fortlet suggested that it had had another function.

The earthworks (fig. 2) survive on fairly level ground at a height of just over 90 m OD, on
the crest of a river-cliff about 20 m above the River Font. The site is just to the west of the point
where the river enters a steep and narrow dene that continues for more than 4 km to the south-
east; the valley bottom only broadens out again close to Mitford. Upstream, to the north-west,
the country is more open and the views from the fortlet extend to the line of the Devil’s
Causeway, 3 km away, and to the Simonside Hills beyond. Access to the site from the south and
west is over almost level ground but on the east and north the deep gulleys cut by tributary
streams strengthen the natural defences provided by the steep slopes down to the river.

The fortlet was provided with a particularly complex system of defences: two ramparts,
two ditches, and a counterscarp bank, providing a total depth of about 40 m. The inner ditch
is flanked on each side by a level berm. The area enclosed by the inner rampart is almost
square, measuring 47 m from north to south by 45 m transversely: an area of 0.21 hectares 
(0.5 acres). No internal features that were likely to have been contemporary with the defences
were visible at the time of the survey: a drainage ditch had been cut through the north-eastern
corner and rabbit burrows had disturbed the area inside the south-western angle. The inner
ram part is 1.8 m high and 10 to 12 m wide. The principal gate, in the centre of the west side,
seems to have been inturned, for the rampart-ends appear to expand at this point, extending
into the interior for as much as 17 m. On the east there is a simpler gap through the defences,
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although even here there are some indications that the ends of the ramparts expanded slightly
on either side of the gate. This gate faced out onto a narrow promontory which may have
provided a slightly less difficult route down to the river. 

The almost symmetrical outer defences of the fortlet were found to be best preserved on
the west — the main direction of approach — where they also seem to have been strongest.
The eastern defences have been damaged by a track, by the extraction of trees, and by drain -
age ditches. Minor landslips on the face of the river-cliff, which still occur, have eroded a little
of the northern defences.

The inner ditch, which is now 0.6 m deep, was probably continuous around this northern
flank. On either side of the two gates the outer scarp of this ditch appears to curve inwards,
form ing a simpler version of the so-called ‘parrot’s beak’ design that is characteristic of some
Flavian sites (Maxwell 1984, 217; Hanson 1987, 178; Hanson 2007, 132). The inner berm
(between the inner rampart and the inner ditch) is about 4 m across but the outer one seems
to have been slightly wider (approximately 6 m).

On the NNW it appears that the outer lines of defence swung northwards to meet the steep
natural slopes. Beyond the outer berm, the outer rampart is 0.9 m high and its external ditch
is 1.2 m deep. (At the northern end of this ditch a natural gulley has been utilised to continue
the line: this turns sharply northwards into the deeply cut bed of another small stream.) The
farthest line of defence, beyond the outer ditch, is a counterscarp bank, up to 0.7 m high;
along the southern side this bank appears to have been damaged by later ridge-and-furrow
cultivation and it only survives intermittently.

THE WESTERN ENCLOSURE

About 20 m to the west of the outer entrance of the fortlet are the remains of a simpler recti -
linear earthwork. The ground here is flat and although it does begin to slope gently away just
to the north, there is no natural protection of the kind that the fortlet is carefully positioned
to take advantage of. Former ploughing, the upcast from modern drains, and the presence of
conifers and scrub, all hindered detailed interpretation of this portion of the site in 1984.
Nevertheless, the earthworks clearly consist of a single rampart, which stands 0.7 m high
internally and 1.3 m above the bottom of an external ditch; the latter is 0.6 m deep. The radius
of the rounded angles is very small — markedly so in comparison with those of the fortlet.
The area enclosed, which is slightly larger than the interior of the much more heavily
defended fortlet, measures 55 m from NNE to SSW, by 48 m transversely. This gives an
internal area of about 0.26 hectares (0.65 acres). A slight counterscarp bank, about 0.2 m high,
can be traced for a short distance round the north-western angle. A gap about 5 m wide,
central to the northern rampart, marks the entrance, although a modern drain along the line
of the ditch has removed the causeway which survives only as a more stony and compact
section of soil in the side of the drain. This entrance would have faced directly onto any road
or track issuing from the main west gate of the fortlet.

The ridge-and-furrow that later surrounded this defended enclosure also extended across
its southern side, severely reducing the earthworks and making it impossible in 1984 to
determine (from field survey, and without excavation) whether there was an entrance on this
side. No internal features were visible beneath the ridge-and-furrow. Modern drains have
damaged the north-eastern corner and have deepened the outer ditch on all sides, except to
the west.

121the roman fortlet at longshaws,  northumberland



ANALOGOUS SITES

As there is no direct dating evidence for the earthworks at Longshaws, and no precise match
in terms of its design, the closest analogies have to be examined, under three headings: their
overall design; the presence of a second enclosure; and the choice of topographical location.
This brief survey is not presented as an exhaustive study of the evidence, but the sites con -
sidered may suggest future lines of enquiry.

As so often in the archaeology of Roman military sites, there is considerable variation in
the form of the fortlets of northern Britain; they share a common suite of characteristics, but
little uniformity of design (cf. Breeze 1974, 152). A small number of fortlets share all or some
of the characteristics of the site at Longshaws: the design of the defences (deep, and multiple;
the large radius of the angles; the inward turn of the rampart on either side of the principal
gate; and the inward curve of the outer edge of the inner ditch); two gates, opposite each
other; the presence of a second enclosure; and a topographical position that makes full use of
the natural defensive potential. These various characteristics will be briefly considered.

The design of the defences

Even though the design of the defences is not exactly comparable, the closest excavated
analogy to the fortlet at Longshaws is at Gatehouse of Fleet, in Dumfries and Galloway 
(NX 595575), where the cropmarks of a fortlet were examined in 1960 and 1961 by St Joseph
(1983). There the defences consisted of two closely spaced ditches, about 3.6 m apart; the outer
of these was rela tively shallow (0.5 to 0.9 m deep) and was interpreted as a trench for
obstacles. Beyond these, across a berm about 8.4 m wide, was a more substantial ditch, at least
3.8 m across and 1.6 m deep. An inner rampart enclosed an area measuring 50 m by 43 m (0.21
hectares: the same as Longshaws). All traces of the other ramparts — that would have been
associated with the ditches — had been levelled by the plough. The defences — measured
from the centre of the rampart to the outer lip of the outer ditch — were 24 m deep, a distance
not dissimilar to the comparable measurement of 28 m at Longshaws and unusually large in
proportion to the area enclosed.

Other fortlets with deep, multiple defences include Castle Greg, in West Lothian — set
away from any known Roman road — which was provided with a rampart, two ditches and
an intermediate mound (RCAHMS 1929, 140–41; Maxwell 1989, 85–6). In south-west Scotland,
the site known as the Moat of Lochrutton, 8 km WSW of Dumfries (National Monuments
Record of Scotland: NX87 SE 1; aerial photographs D60883-8 and D46382-6CN), also lies some
way away from the line of a Roman road, and may have been broadly comparable to Castle
Greg and to Longshaws. At Lochrutton, the defences seem to have consisted of a rampart, a
wide inner ditch, a second rampart, and two minor ditches separated by a narrow mound.
(There is still some uncertainty about the classification of this site, but if it is a fortlet — as it
appears to be — then there were clearly later phases of occupation also: Discovery and
Excavation in Scotland 1967, 31.) More difficult to pigeon-hole are those sites that have been
identified only by the cropmark of their principal ditch. The fortlet at Mollins (Hanson and
Maxwell 1980), just to the south of the Antonine Wall, appears to have been provided with
two ditches on the east and south, 11 m apart; the plough had destroyed the remains of any
ramparts, but the spacing of the ditches — and thus, most probably, the overall depth of the
defences — appears to have been identical to that at Longshaws. At Oxton, near Channelkirk
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in the Scottish Borders, (Maxwell and Wilson 1987, 25–6), no excavation has taken place but
the aerial photographs show that there were two closely spaced ditches around the fortlet,
and that the defences were at least 20 m deep. Close to the Murder Loch, at Shieldhill, by the
Water of Ae, in Dumfriesshire (Maxwell and Wilson 1987, 24–5), the cropmarks of a fortlet —
about 57 m square within the inner ditch — have been identified. Here there are some similar -
ities to the plan of Oxton, as a very narrow outer ditch emerges as a rounded angle from the
line of the broader inner ditch.

The size and proportions of these sites are broadly similar. The interior of the fortlet at
Longshaws, measured across from centre to centre of the inner rampart, is approximately 
57 m square. The equivalent values elsewhere are: 56 by 47 m at Castle Greg; 52 by 48 m at
Gatehouse; and about 65 by 50 m at Oxton. At Chew Green, where the route that became Dere
Street crossed the Cheviot watershed, the putative early fortlet (II) was said to measure 52 m
by 40 m within its ditch (Richmond and Keeney 1937, pl. XXI, 145–6, 148–9) although a geo -
physical survey by Sam Harrison, of Archaeological Services WYAS, failed to identify any
trace of it (Philip Abramson, Defence Estates, pers. comm.) The later fortlet (V) at Chew Green
had an interior that was about 59 m across, within defences that were up to 28 m deep overall
(Welfare and Swan 1995, 85–90). At each of these five sites the radius of the angle of the outer
ditch is very large.

One further comparable site is known at Bankhead, near Carnwath, in Clydesdale (Max -
well and Wilson 1987, 19), where a fortlet, measuring about 47 m by 45 m over the levelled
rampart, was defended by three narrow ditches. There seems to have been only one brief (but
undated) occupation, at the end of which the inner ditch was deliberately back-filled (as was
the case at Mollins).

As the overall breadth of the defences may have been more important than the depth of the
individual ditches, it is not impossible that the observer may be misled by the cropmarks of
fortlets that appear to have only a single ditch. The aerial photographs of the fortlet at
Kirkland, 2.5 km ESE of Moniaive in Dumfries and Galloway, only showed the circuit of a
single defensive ditch, but excavation (Britannia 24 (1993), 281) revealed that the site had been
severely damaged by the plough; other, less substantial, lines of defence cannot therefore be
discounted. The fortlet ‘measured c. 62 m by at least 50 m transversely’ and may thus not have
been dissimilar in size to the other sites considered here.

Farther afield, along the Gask Ridge, in Perthshire, the fortlet known as Kaims Castle is
very similar to that at Longshaws, but at almost exactly half the size. It has an inner rampart
that is separated by a wide berm from two, smaller outer banks, and although the inner
enclosure has internal angles that have a small radius, those of the outer banks are so large
that the overall plan is almost curvilinear (Christison 1901, 19). 

The earthworks at Longshaws are pierced by two gates — on the east and on the west — a
gen erous provision in relation to the size of the area enclosed. This characteristic alone would
differentiate the site from the rectilinear settlements, in which a second entrance (let alone an
opposed one) is extremely rare. Other fortlets with two gates include: Oxton (Maxwell and
Wilson 1987, 25–6); Haltwhistle Burn (Gibson and Simpson 1909), and its contemporary,
Castle shaw, in the western Pennines (Walker 1989); and, probably, Maiden Castle, on Stain -
more (Welfare 2001).

Two further characteristics of the defences at Longshaws call for comment. The first is the
way in which the ends of the inner rampart turn inwards on either side of the main gate. This
feature occurred at the fort at Elginhaugh (Hanson 2007, 124) and seems to have been repli -

123the roman fortlet at longshaws,  northumberland



cated at the Flavian fort at Oakwood, in the valley of the Ettrick Water, to the south-west of
Selkirk (Steer and Feacham 1952, 87, 89); in a simpler form it is clearly apparent on the north -
ern side of the gate at Castle Greg. The excavated evidence at Elginhaugh and at Oakwood
may suggest that there was a timber tower at the western gate at Longshaws. 

The second feature to be noted at Longshaws is the way that the outer crest of the inner
ditch turns inwards to meet the inner crest, thus forming an asymmetrical terminal. This is a
simpler version of the so-called ‘parrot’s beak’ design of gateway defences often seen in
Flavian forts in Scotland (Maxwell 1984, 217; Hanson 1987, 178; Hanson 2007, 132). It has the
effect of progressively narrowing the access through the lines of defence towards the interior
of the fortlet (cf. also at Glenbank, on the Gask Ridge: Woolliscroft and Hoffmann 2009, 181).

Additional enclosures

Without excavation, the function of the second, simpler, enclosure, just to the west of the
fortlet, cannot be known for certain. The options are that it was a temporary camp, a second
fortlet, or an annexe to the fortlet that has been described. It is difficult to identify analogies
in Britain for either of the first two of these options, especially as the two earthworks at Long -
shaws are so close together. They do seem to be related to one another, as the only known gate
into the western enclosure is readily accessible from the principal gate of the eastern one.

Roman fortlets often seem to have been provided with an additional enclosure in the form
of an annexe. Sometimes these took the form of a rectangular extension to the defended area,
but occasionally the area within a widely spaced outer ditch may have been utilised in this
way (as at Haltwhistle Burn, on the Stanegate, and, farther away, at Martinhoe and Old
Burrow, in Devon: Fox and Ravenhill 1966). Usually an annexe had less substantial earth -
works (cf. with reference to forts: Hanson 2007, 209) and these were integrated into the overall
design of the defences: this was the case with all of the smaller examples at Oxton (perhaps
as many as four), and at Mollins (where the annexe is half the size of the detached enclosure
at Longshaws). The provision of an annexe is a common trait in the area of the wider Southern
Uplands, as is shown by other, later examples of various forms, such as the fortlets at
Barburgh Mill, in Nithsdale (Breeze 1974), Redshaw Burn, in upper Clydesdale (RCAHMS
1978, 134–5), and at Chew Green, on the Border line at the head of Coquetdale (Welfare and
Swan 1995, 85–90; Richmond and Keeney 1937). Where the design of an annexe is an integral
part of the whole there is no reason to doubt that the major and minor elements are con -
temporary. At Oxton, however, the larger annexe (a putative wagon-park of about two hec -
tares) could well have been added later. At Longshaws there is no direct relationship between
the two earthworks and their chronological relationship is not known. There are, however,
some grounds for thinking that the simpler, western enclosure may have been a detached
annexe to the fortlet. 

It may seem surprising that an annexe should not be directly attached to the fortlet, or
surround it, as is the case elsewhere. However, given the restricted size of the enclosed space,
it is clear from analogous excavated sites that little or no provision was made for anything
other than the accommodation of a small detachment of infantry. Any additional subsequent
require ment — such as the need to protect the horses of cavalry, or baggage animals — would
have necessitated a radical change. Simply tacking an enclosure onto the outer defences
would have disrupted the integrity of their careful design. In some cases this was evidently
con sidered acceptable, and a second enclosure was added, sometimes rather clumsily in 
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rela tion to the original layout. At Longshaws a different solution seems to have been arrived
at, by siting a discrete enclosure immediately outside the main gate of the fortlet.

A possible parallel may exist at Butterhole Brae, Dalswinton, in Nithsdale. On the crest of
the river terrace, about 400 m NE of the Flavian forts, is a square enclosure, with rounded
corners, measuring about 50 m across (St Joseph 1976, 7–11; National Monuments Record of
Scotland aerial photographs B62015; DF/2136, DF/3086). Aligned with its south-western
side, and only 30 m away, is the cropmark of a much smaller square enclosure, 20 m across.
The classification of the larger enclosure as a fortlet is still uncertain (cf. Discovery and Excava -
tion in Scotland 2009, 60) — although its size, general form and topographical position make
this highly likely — and the smaller cropmark is a fraction of the size of the annexe at
Longshaws; nevertheless, it is an intriguing possibility that these two sites — each with twin
components — may have been comparable in date and in function.

Topographical choices

This aspect of Roman castrametation is rarely mentioned. One of the striking characteristics
of the site at Longshaws is the fact that the earthworks were positioned on the crest of the
river-cliff above the Font. This deliberate choice to make best use of the natural defences
avail able is extremely common. Among the fortlets already mentioned here, this option was
taken up at Gatehouse of Fleet, Kirkland, Redshaw Burn, and Butterhole Brae (Dalswinton).
Casting the net a little wider — but staying with sites where occupation around the turn of
the first century is known or is plausible — this particular topographical choice was also
made at the ‘redoubt’ at Inchtuthil (Pitts and St Joseph 1985, 202–6; RCAHMS 1994, 81),
Haltwhistle Burn (Gibson and Simpson 1909; Welfare and Swan 1995, 107–10); Castle Hill,
Boothby (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 154–5); and at Maiden Castle, on Stainmore (Welfare
2001). In the inventory of camps, this use of natural strength has been noted at Knockcross in
Cumbria, and at Milestone House and Norham in Northumberland (Welfare and Swan 1995,
8). Among the forts — noting in passing that little is known of the earliest phases of so many
of them — it is worth considering sites such as Elginhaugh, Washingwells, Nether Denton,
Castlesteads, and Kirkbride where, in each case, the defences were set on the crest of a scarp.
It is not, however, argued that this topographical choice is a chronological indicator, although
it may have reflected the sense of security at the time; it was clearly common in the late first
century but was exercised in the second century also (e.g. the Antonine fortlet at Barburgh
Mill).

DISCUSSION

Despite the lack of uniformity in the broadly comparable sites, the earthworks at Longshaws
can be confidently classified as those of a fortlet with, in all probability, an associated
detached annexe. In northern England and southern Scotland there is a scatter of fortlets that
have been identified in positions that are away from any Roman road (including Longshaws,
Gatehouse of Fleet, and Castle Greg), and these may form a broad group, albeit a diverse one,
even though it is not known whether these examples were strictly contemporary. The crop -
marks of another fortlet which, though differing in detail, is closely comparable to the one at
Gatehouse — in size, in the depth of its defences, and in its topographical position on the crest
of a river-cliff — have been recorded by RCAHMS near Bladnoch, WSW of Wigtown (Dave
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Cowley, pers. comm.). This, again, is well away from any known Roman road. (In passing, it
should also be noted that the original context of some of the other fortlets in this broad region
is not known; before the building of the roads, a number of these may also have been rela -
tively isolated only to be later re-used and subsumed into larger systems.)

Elsewhere in the province, two distinctive fortlets that have been excavated on the coast of
north Devon, at Old Burrow and at Martinhoe (Fox and Ravenhill 1966), were also sited well
away from any Roman road, and each had a widely-spaced outer ditch which, in effect,
formed a distinct outer enclosure or annexe. These sites both seem to have been occupied
early in the Roman occupation of the south-west, in the first century: Martinhoe in the 60s;
Old Burrow perhaps even earlier.

For the earthworks at Longshaws there is no direct dating evidence, so the scant informa -
tion from the analogous sites — few of which have been excavated — must be taken into
account. The artefacts found in the nineteenth century at Castle Greg have been lost, but at
Gatehouse of Fleet the scraps of samian were dated to the Flavian or Flavian/Trajanic periods
(St Joseph 1983, 232), and at Mollins, a sherd of a Flavian mortarium was found low down in
the filling of the northern ditch (Hanson and Maxwell 1980). Farther north, the fortlets of the
Gask Ridge, in Perthshire — especially Kaims Castle — which are broadly comparable in
form to the example at Longshaws, have not proved to be rich in artefacts. The most recent
exca va tions (at Glenbank) produced no dateable finds but the circumstantial evidence all
points to a Flavian date (Woolliscroft and Hoffmann 2009). If the cropmarks on Butterhole
Brae, next to the Flavian forts at Dalswinton, are indeed those of a fortlet, their chronological
relation ship with the forts themselves is tantalising: it is difficult to envisage that such a site
could have been built after the forts were established, but an origin immediately beforehand
remains perfectly plausible.

Longshaws itself seems to have had no particular relationship to the nearest road — the
‘Devil’s Causeway’, 3 km away — which branched off from Dere Street in Whittington parish,
just to the north of Corbridge. This road led north-eastwards and then north to the mouth of
the Tweed at Berwick. Although MacLauchlan (1864, 10–12) could identify no evidence for
the actual crossing of the Font by the Roman road, the course of the latter was closely traced
on either side of the river and there is no reason to doubt the accuracy of the general line. The
destination of the road was presumably a fort that may one day be identified below the street-
pattern of the centre of Berwick (and which the layout of the putative fort could conceivably
have partly determined). A fort here would have controlled the only readily accessible river-
mouth in the difficult coastline between the Coquet and the Aln, in the south, and the Firth of
Forth in the north. At times of military manoeuvres — especially in the early phases of the
Roman conquest and occupation — such a harbour would have been a valuable asset in the
chain of supply. However, the only chronological indicators for the Devil’s Causeway are the
single fort known on its line — that at Low Learchild, nearly 10 km west of Alnwick (JRS 41,
56; 45, 85; 47, 206; Anderson et al. 1992) — and four temporary camps (Gates and Hewitt 2007).
None of these is closely dated but the fort at Learchild seems to have been a Flavian founda -
tion. The fortlet at Longshaws is unlikely to have been significantly later in date, and it is
quite possible that it may have been established early in the occupation of the north. Much
depends on the interpretation of its likely function.

In general functional terms it is usually clear why the Roman army chose to build a fort: to
be a base for a garrison. The various reasons for throwing up a temporary camp are also
broadly accepted (Welfare and Swan 1995, 23–4; Welfare 2011). The function of fortlets has,
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how ever, received less attention. As small forts they were evidently conceived as relatively
perma nent installations. However, the number of soldiers that could be accommodated
within their defences will have been severely limited and cannot be construed as having pro -
vided an effective garrison (whether aggressive or supportive) for the surrounding area —
not least one that may have been conquered or occupied only relatively recently. More plaus -
ibly, the fortlets may be interpreted as the bases for detachments on patrol. The importance of
this core military activity has been emphasised by Corby (2010). Regular patrols maximise the
amount of information that can be gleaned about a potential enemy — and the speed in
obtain ing that intelligence — thus optimising any necessary deployment of the larger field
army. Only a small force would have been needed for a patrol, but if there was still some
active hostility in the area, or significant uncertainly about the warmth of the reception that
the army would have had, the defences of a fortlet may have been necessary and reassuring
(cf. Symonds 2009, 959).

The scant dating evidence for some of the broadly analogous isolated fortlets has been
outlined above. It would seem that a reliance on natural defences to strengthen the security
of the fortlet indicates a consciousness that the garrison was so small that it could be over -
whelmed. Part of the response was to deepen the defences, relative to the internal area, thus
affecting the range of incoming fire-power (cf. Hanson 2007, 134). Both of these reactions
suggest that the region was sufficiently at peace that a small garrison on patrol would not be
excessively exposed, but that — at the same time — there was still a consciousness that peace
was fragile and that a semi-permanent base could be vulnerable to attack. In the wider
geograph ical and archaeological contexts, such occupation is not likely to be earlier than 
c. ad 72–3 (the date of the foundation of Carlisle) but could have preceded (or have been
contemporary with) the occupation of the fort at Elginhaugh which lasted for about ten years
from c. ad 77–8 (Hanson 2007, 646, 649). Overall, the most likely context for the establishment
of these isolated fortlets is in an early phase of occupation: after the conquest, but before the
road system was established.

The reasons for the choice of the site at Longshaws are not clear. Given its outlook, it
appears to have had the capacity to control the shallow valley of the upper Font, between 
the Simonside Hills and the coastal lowlands (fig. 1), and its small garrison would have been
able to take advantage of the easier, upstream crossings of the deep denes cut by the Font, 
the Wansbeck and the Hart Burn, and of the low col on the west side of Beacon Hill to the
north. Of course there may also have been economic or social reasons — rather than strictly
military ones — for building a fortlet here, but these are likely to be beyond the reach of
archaeology.

If this fortlet was a base for small-scale patrols, where was the principal base of the
garrison? An obvious candidate is the earlier of the two successive forts at Low Learchild, 
23 km to the north. Intriguingly, although the site at Learchild did not make any particular
use of natural defences, its overall topographical position is not dissimilar to that at Long -
shaws (especially in the relationship of the latter to the upper valley of the Font). The position
chosen was at the lower end of Whittingham Vale, just upstream of the point where the broad
valley of the Aln is constricted as the river cuts through the higher ground of the Fell Sand -
stone escarpment: Jenny’s Lantern to the north, and Abberwick and Brizlee to the south. The
fort therefore controlled access down and across the Vale, between the foothills of the
Cheviots to the west, and the coastal lowlands to the east — just as Longshaws was well
placed to do, farther south.
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The other potential bases for a parent garrison were well to the south of Longshaws. There
was the large establishment at Red House, Corbridge (Hanson et al. 1979), and — conceivably
— there may have been relevant occupation at the fort at Washingwells, Whickham
(Holbrook and Speak 1994; Casey and Howard 2010) about which so little is yet known. Each
of these is about 30 km from Longshaws: these wide intervals — each rather more than a con -
ven tional day’s march away — might well have made the establishment of a fortlet necessary,
whether or not any actual roads had been constructed.

Finally, there are the internal spaces of the site at Longshaws to be considered. The prin -
cipal element — the fortlet itself — enclosed only a small area within its deep defences, but
the analytical survey of the earthworks (especially in long-established woodland) was never
likely to supply much information about any structures that stood within the interior. The
excavation of later fortlets, such as those at Haltwhistle Burn (Gibson and Simpson 1909),
Milefortlet 21, on the Cumbrian coast (Turnbull 1998), or Barburgh Mill (Breeze 1974) has
shown that they contained small buildings that have usually been interpreted as barracks. For
the Flavian period, to which Longshaws seems to belong, the evidence is sparse. There were
certainly barracks and other buildings found within the interior at Gatehouse (St Joseph 1983,
227–32 and fig. 2) but it may be instructive, nevertheless, that excavations within the fortlets
along the Gask ridge, in Perthshire — at Kaims Castle, Midgate, and Glenbank (Christison
1901; Woolliscroft and Hoffmann 2009) — found no evidence of internal buildings. This puz -
zling absence of any substantial structures has led to the tentative suggestion that occupation
was intermittent, and/or that the troops were billeted in leather tents (Woolliscroft and
Hoffmann 2009, 179). 

A similar suggestion was made on the strength of the excavated evidence at Old Burrow,
in Devon (Fox and Ravenhill 1966, 10), where only small post-holes or stake-holes were
identi fied within the interior — in marked contrast to the (otherwise analogous) fortlet
nearby at Martinhoe where the same excavators found barracks and a small rectangular
building, possibly a workshop. Although Symonds (2009, 958) has expressed his doubts about
the presence of tents at Old Burrow, the contrasts revealed within one programme of
excavation suggests that structures of different kinds may have occupied the interiors of sites
that were otherwise apparently similar. The same may be true of some of the fortlets in the
north. The possibility of tents being used as barracks, even within permanent forts — at least
in the initial stages of their occupation — has been explored by Morel (1991, 382–3), who also
noted that horsemen and their mounts seem to have been accommodated separately from the
men. The use of tents would have been an appropriate provision in an establishment that was
less than permanent, but in which, nevertheless, the standards of the army were maintained.
Security came from constant vigilance and from the depth of the surrounding defences, rather
than from any strength in the internal structures. 

The possibility of there having been tents within the fortlet at Longshaws may also have a
bearing on the interpretation of the western enclosure there which (as so often with annexes)
is only lightly defended (cf. Hanson 2007, 209). If the general function undertaken by the
troops here was that of patrolling, a number of horses would have been essential — both for
day-to-day mobility and as a means by which the parent garrison could be rapidly alerted to
any trouble that was brewing. In his discussion of the garrison of the Antonine fortlet at
Barburgh Mill, Breeze argued (1974, 144–51) that detachments were usually composed of both
infantry and cavalry, although no provision for the horses seems to have been made within
the fortlet itself. It is quite possible that the slighter enclosure at Longshaws contained the
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horses. In close proximity, horses can offer a risk to tents, so a deliberate and safe separation
between the lines of tethered horses and the accommodation of the men would be sensible. In
this context, the enclosure can be understood as an annexe designed — without comprom -
ising the integrity of the fortlet — to contain a valuable resource (the horses), and as a prudent
provision in a landscape that was not yet entirely secure.
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